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Drawing on a feminist institutional perspective combined with nego-feminism, this article 
explores the ways in which women in a mining community in Zimbabwe experience and access 
power within a patriarchal social structure. Women vary in their ability to access 
power depending on their societal and personal characteristics, and in particular on their good 
behaviour, identifiable as a form of ‘doing gender’. Some women are able to strike a patriarchal 
bargain, gaining episodic power over and power to (and power with) by adhering to societal 
expectations of good behaviour, although ultimately not challenging the existing male-
dominated structures 





How power is distributed and accessed is influenced by social structures in all societies. 
Factors that determine women’s unequal access to power have been much studied (Miller 1992, 
Bourdieu 2001, Fraser 1995, Ridgeway 2010, 2014, Allen 1998, 2009, 2011, Domingo et al. 
2015). However, the particularities of the lived experience of power struggles continue to 
inform our understanding of the changing experience of unequal power. One of the 
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fundamental questions raised by Allen (2008) is how and why do those subject to power 
participate in its reproduction. Implicitly this raises the question: what is power, and related 
questions about the extent to which those who have power have less of it than appears to be the 
case, and whether those who appear to have little power have more of it than initially appears. 
In this article the focus is on the ways in which women in a mining community in Zimbabwe 
experience and access power in dealing with the perceived negative effects of mining in that 
community.  
Underpinned by a theoretical perspective informed by feminist institutionalism (Krook 
and Mackay 2011, Mackay et al. 2010), this article explores power using Allen’s (1998) 
distinction between power over, power to, and power with. Using West and Zimmerman’s 
(1987) performative concept of ‘doing gender’, and linking it to nego-feminism, we look at 
how women negotiate power within a system where their power is perceived to be limited.  
Both Nnaemeka (2004) and Kandiyoti (1988, 1998) provide interpretative lenses for the 
findings of this study, the former with the explanatory power of nego-feminism, which focuses 
on ‘negotiation, give and take, compromise’, and the latter through the concept of the 
patriarchal bargain. Clegg (1989) also usefully provides clarity through his concept of episodic 
power.  
This article explores the paradox of women’s effective disempowerment and yet their 
feelings of empowerment in a community where structural power – both in the public and 
private areas – is seen as male dominated.  It suggests that some women are able to exercise 
power in this context through acceding to a ‘patriarchal bargain’, which constitutes a net gain 
for them as individuals (and as members of groups) although it fails to challenge or transform 
the male dominated power structures.  The enactment of gendered good behaviour is a key 
element in that patriarchal bargain and paradoxically a contributor to their negotiating power 
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and the basis on which, as women, they may be able to access episodic power, whether as 
power over or as power to.  
The concepts of intersectionality (Crenshaw 1989, McCall 2005) is used to begin to 
understand which women find ways of enacting such power.  Though the paper focuses on 
women’s experience of power, the authors recognize that there are additional intersectionalities 
that affect whether people (women and men) can exercise power when affected negatively by 
mining activity in the communities studied. These will not be explored here but could be the 
subject of further discussion elsewhere.  
 
Defining power using a feminist lens 
Power is an extremely complex concept. Lukes (2005) describes power as the capacity 
of one actor to affect another in a manner contrary to the latter’s interests, and identifies three 
dimensions which explain various approaches power holders take to dominate others. His 
analysis has often been used by feminists to examine gendered power processes (Allen 2011). 
Allen (1998) and Haugaard (2012, 2017) see power as broader than domination. Allen proposes 
a three-fold framework to understand power from a feminist perspective. She identifies power 
over as ‘the ability of an actor or set of actors to constrain the choices available to another actor 
or set of actors in a non-trivial way’; power to as ‘the capacity of an agent to act in spite of or 
in response to the power wielded over her by others’; and power with as ‘the ability of a 
collectivity to act together  for the attainment of a common or shared end or series of ends’ 
(Allen 1998, 33-35). 
The power to conceptualization of power has been taken up by other feminist writers 
wanting to re-interpret power as transformative power. Miller (1992, p. 241) suggests that 
power as domination is particularly masculinist, and that from a woman’s perspective, power 
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may lie much more in ‘the capacity to produce a change – that is, to move anything from point 
A or state A to point B or state B’ possibly while enhancing, rather than diminishing, the power 
of the other actor(s). Power to has also been defined as ‘an ability-based perception of power 
(Haugaard 2012, p.356). Beard (2017, p. 87) also suggests that it is necessary to think about 
power other than in terms of domination: ‘What I have in mind is the ability to be effective, to 
make a difference in the world and the right to be taken seriously, together as much as 
individually.’ She sees power as transformative.  
The link between power and gender is seen as critical in feminist institutionalism 
(Mackay et al. 2010, Krook and Mackay 2011). Thus, gender is seen as a ‘constitutive element 
of social relations based upon perceived (socially constructed and culturally variable) 
differences between women and men, and as a primary way of signifying (and naturalising) 
relations of power and hierarchy’ (Mackay et al. 2010, p.580). Feminist institutionalism 
suggests that a devaluation of women is implicit in the very construction of gender, and that 
gendered structures and culture normalise and hence implicitly legitimate that devaluation. 
Hence the relationship between men and women as collectivities is seen as implicitly 
hierarchical and involving ‘systems of power relations that are embedded in gender’ (Martin 
and Collinson 2002, p.258).  This resonates with the idea that gendered power is enacted and 
reinforced through the performance of gender. West and Zimmerman (1987, p.146) describe 
this as ‘doing gender’ i.e. as an accomplishment of social interactions where ‘men are doing 
dominance and women are doing deference’.   
The concept of patriarchy has also been used to capture the idea of institutionalised 
male control: defining it as a ‘system of social structures and practices in which men dominate, 
oppress and exploit women’ (Walby 1990, p.20, Crittenden and Wright 2012), with Lerner 
(1986) seeing patriarchy as a cultural order, developed over many centuries. Kandiyoti (1998, 
p.146) refers to patriarchy as an example of what Bourdieu (1994) terms doxa, which are taken-
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for-granted cultural assumptions, where ‘the dominated classes have a stake in defending the 
integrity of doxa [to] actively censor or limit the universe of possible discourse’. Hartmann’s 
(1981, p.14) definition of patriarchy implicitly recognises that not all men benefit equally, and 
that relationships between men are crucial in maintaining their collective position relative to 
women: ‘Patriarchy is a set of social relationships between men which have a material base, 
and which, though hierarchical, establish or create interdependence and solidarity among men 
that enable them to dominate women’. However, while patriarchal structures are recognised to 
be designed to benefit men, in some cases that benefit may be restricted to public displays of 
deference or domestic control or privileging (Connell 1995). Thus, the concept of patriarchy is 
a useful shorthand in referring to male dominated institutional structures in a context where the 
focus is on looking at how and why those subjected to power participate in its reproduction.  
The form and structure of patriarchy changes over time and place and it is typically not 
maintained simply by force. Sen (1990, p. 126) notes that: ‘there is much evidence in history 
that acute inequalities often survive precisely by making allies of the deprived. The underdog 
comes to accept the legitimacy of the unequal order and becomes an implicit accomplice’. 
Lukes’ theorization of power does not only focus on seeing power as domination. He also 
recognizes that power can be seen as the power to change the wishes of actors not necessarily 
through domination but by influencing them to act in the other’s interest. Indeed, Lukes’ third 
dimension of power (2005, p. 28) refers to the power of A to prevent B ‘from having grievances 
by shaping their perceptions, cognitions and preference in such a way that they accept their 
role in the existing order of things’.1 Kandiyoti (1988) suggests that women are willing to strike 
what she calls a ‘patriarchal bargain’, whereby they stand to gain certain rights or privileges if 
they are willing to accept their subordinate position. Such ‘bargains’’ may include their 
enforcement of appropriate behaviour. This paper goes further, to suggest that women’s good 
behaviour is a negotiating strategy to access power in that context, whether as power over or 
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as power to. This is underpinned by Allen’s (2009, p. 301) idea of accountability within societal 
relationships as a powerful mechanism of social control: ‘To do gender is to be held 
accountable in ongoing social interactions for one’s adherence to or transgression of the social 
norms of gender.’ Thus, it is suggested that women through good behaviour are able to increase 
their negotiating power in particular contexts (such as a Zimbabwean mining community). This 
approach reflects a culturally adapted form of feminism often found in African societies, which 
is also described by Nnaemeka (2004, p.360) as nego-feminism (‘the feminism of negotiation 
[or] no ego feminism’), with its stress on negotiation within existing social and cultural 
parameters.  
Haugaard (2017), Pansardi (2012) and Partzsch and Fuchs (2012) have discussed 
whether power to can exist independently of power over. Pansardi (2012, pp. 81-82) has 
suggested that ‘all the instances of power to… coincide with instances or sets of instances of 
power over’. Partzsch and Fuchs (2012, p.371) argue that where power over exists, for 
example, when philanthropic activities are designed to empower its beneficiaries through 
participatory or collaborative approaches and thus strengthen their power to, such activities are 
still located in the context of power over those recipients, and thus serve to reproduce the 
system. If, therefore, women use their power to negotiate within the framework of a patriarchal 
bargain, this may lead to specific personal or political gains, but may not shift the underlying 
power structures.  
Recognising that power struggles, especially those between women and men, develop 
differently in most societies, Nnaemeka (1998, p.9) has explored how they are perceived and 
described in an African context, stating that ‘African feminism… has a life of its own that is 
rooted in the African environment. Its uniqueness emanates from the cultural and philosophical 
specificity of its provenance’ In nego-feminism the focus is on the complementarity of the 
sexes, and on ‘negotiation, give and take, compromise’ (Nnaemeka, 2004 p.378). As such it 
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can indeed be seen as an example of gendered power enacted and reinforced through the 
performance of gender, ‘there is both activity (including resistance) and agency at its 
foundation’ (West and Zimmerman 2002, p.99). However, since male dominated power has 
been less problematized in African than in western society, it is perhaps not surprising that 
nego-feminists have been more reluctant to name, and hence implicitly challenge that power: 
‘the language of feminist engagement in Africa (collaborate, negotiate, compromise) runs 
counter to the language of western feminist scholarship and engagement (challenge, disrupt, 
deconstruct, blow apart)’ (Nnaekema, 2004, p. 380). This may also reflect the cultural 
importance of the collective as opposed to the individual in African culture, and thus the 
importance of Allen’s third form of power, power with. This approach has the advantage of 
inclusiveness, and of being less threatening to men, with African women ‘defining and 
modulating their feminist struggles in deference to cultural and local imperatives’ (Nnaemeka 
2004 p.380).   
Power to in particular has proven to be a useful framework for development theory and 
has been used widely in development practice (VeneKlasen and Miller 2002, Newbury and 
Wallace 2015). It describes an opportunity for agency in the face of oppression, even if it leaves 
the parameters of structural oppression unchallenged. Power with also carries significant 
explanatory power in this context, and has been widely used in development theory (see 
Chambers 2008; IDS 2011), since it brings out the aspect of collective empowerment (Allen 
2009). For the purposes of this article, power with is considered to be a subset of power to, 
though its importance, particularly in the interpretive framework of nego-feminism, makes it a 
valuable additional concept.  
A further consideration about the way power can be accessed is the distinction between 
power structures (Battegazzorre 2017) and ‘episodic’ power, i.e. the irregular exercise of power 
linked to agency (Clegg 1989). This distinction makes it possible to recognize that within a 
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male dominated power structure, episodic power may, under certain conditions, be exerted by 
specific women whether through occasional access to power over or through power to. Clegg 
and Haugaard (2009, p.402-3) also refer to this when they put forward the idea that ‘the 
structuring aspects of social life … constitute us as agents who in the moment of agency are 
empowered and, in certain instances, that empowerment entails making the other act in ways 
in which they would not otherwise’. Thus, it is suggested that power over does not inevitably 
preclude the enactment of power to. Indeed, facilitating some women’s episodic access to 
power over or power to can be useful in legitimating male dominated structures. 
However, not all women have the same access to episodic power, and their ability to 
negotiate effectively varies. The relationship between the different dimensions that affect a 
person’s social relations has been recognized in the concept of intersectionality (McCall 2005). 
While the most common intersectional dimensions are race, class and gender, other dimensions 
have also been used. These include age, disability, sedentarism or sexuality, but could be 
broadened out as required (Yuval-Davis 2006, Ridgeway 2014). In this study age, marital 
status, and women’s wealth (mainly derived from artisan mining) were used to understand 
variations between women in their ability to access power over or power to.   
 
Context: mining communities in central Zimbabwe 
The setting for this research is a small but growing mining town of about 20,000 people in 
south-central Zimbabwe.  There are four major mining companies in the wider region around 
the case study community, as well as other formal small-to-medium sized mining operations. 
Artisanal and small-scale mining has been part of the local economy for more than half a 
century, and for many women this has been an important source of (alternative) income 
(Muchadenyika et al. 2015).   
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While mining brings distinct economic advantages to towns and communities, various 
researchers have also documented their negative effects on men and women in mining 
communities, with a particular focus on corporate social responsibility (Hilson 2002; Dhliwayo 
et al. 2014; Stevens et al. 2013; Eftimi et al. 2009; Lahiri-Dutt 2011). One of the strategies 
which the Zimbabwean government has adopted in an attempt to address the lack of benefits 
that accrue to mining communities is the establishment of Community Share Ownership Trusts 
or Schemes (CSOTs). These are designed to ensure that a share of the mining profits flows 
back into the community, and that this funding is governed by community structures, such as 
a Board of Trustees (Dhliwayo et al. 2014). This structure is established in the local community 
and co-exists with the continuance of a traditional power structure involving chiefs, local 
councils, political parties, and non-governmental organisations such as the Women in Mining 
organization, and the Zimbabwe Environmental Law Association (ZELA), which is committed 
to ensuring the right to clean and affordable access to natural resources within the local 
communities.  
Many authors have recognized the patriarchal nature of Shona2  society (Schmidt 1991, 
Jackson 2012, Matambirofa 2013), and the concept of ubuntu – the universal morality ethic – 
reflects a male dominated power structure. Ubuntu is very important in Shona communities in 
Zimbabwe: ‘Shona communities are based on ubuntu: ‘I am because we are.’’ (Rutero 2015, 
p.315). Ubuntu (often translated as good behaviour) is a powerful social signposting of 
acceptable behaviour, especially in the public domain, and can be seen as both enabling and 
limiting in terms of how it affects people. It carries two particularly strong regulatory 
emphases: the first around how to behave in order to preserve the community:  
Zimbabwean culture expects of its members the practice of good moral values. […] 
These cultural values manifest themselves in many ways such as giving due respect to 
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other people, especially one’s parents; cordial reception of visitors and strangers, the 
elderly; and doing good to others and for children (Matambirofa 2013, p.258) 
The second regulatory emphasis involves the marital relationship between a man and a woman, 
both the public and private aspects (see also Harris 2012):  
In Shona society, marriage is a social commitment that establishes a social 
relationship, not just between two people, but between families and communities. […] 
If it is discovered that a wife is not subordinate to her husband, she can be isolated by 
the extended family (Rutero 2015, pp.309, 315). 
Male domination is reflected in ubuntu through the sexually differentiated roles that are 
given to women and men: wives are expected to subordinate themselves to their husbands; and 
there is a bride wealth system which implies a husband’s ownership of his wife – both as 
regards sexual and reproductive rights (Jackson 2012). Male domination is also seen in other 
aspects of society, for example boys are given more education and livelihood opportunities 
than girls (Kandiyoti 1988, Matambirofa 2013); and it also occurs in politics and the economy, 
(Kambarami 2006).  However, it is worth noting that these patriarchal structures are not static. 
Jackson (2012) describes how women’s agency in Zimbabwe is changing the shape of 
marriage, moving the locus of patriarchal power away from paternal control to more 
individualized spousal control. Thus, women’s success in undermining ‘paternal patriarchy’ 
and ‘lineage relationships relative to conjugal relations’ shows how male dominance can be 
shifted through female agency (Jackson 2012, p.52).While ubuntu reflects the collectivist 
orientation implicit in nego-feminism (Nnaemeka 2004), it sets both individual and societal 
standards of behaviour, and thus can help to explain why women act both as individuals and in 





Growing out of advocacy work with communities affected by large and small-scale mining in 
Zimbabwe, the lead author’s particular interest was in the extent to which women could 
influence public actors with regard to their (i.e. women’s) priority concerns. It is important to 
stress that though the advocacy work around which this study is based involved both men and 
women in affected communities and aimed to strengthen the voices of both, this article focuses 
on how women, who saw themselves as less powerful than men in their society, engaged with 
power holders and influenced public decision-making. Thus, although it is recognized that men 
may also experience social pressures and disempowerment through the imposition of 
disenfranchising externalities in relation to multi-national and government agency in the 
mining industry in the area of study, men’s experiences are not the focus of this article.  
The project was hosted by the Zimbabwe Environmental Law Association (ZELA), who 
acted as a gate keeper for this research. ZELA’s relations with the communities and the local 
authorities enabled access to and identification of study participants, thus creating some 
limitations to the independence of the study. However, this was necessitated by an unstable 
political context and otherwise limited access to the study communities. Ethical approval was 
received subject to a stringent ‘do no harm’ approach. A guarantee of anonymity for study 
participants was provided. 
The main field work was undertaken in the case study community in 2015. Members of 
staff in ZELA were, for practical reasons, interviewed in Harare, Zimbabwe. Data was gathered 
from four sources involving 18 respondents and included both quantitative and qualitative 
elements: 
 A focus group discussion with nine women in the mining community under study, 
lasting about two hours and in a setting of the women’s choice. The discussion explored 
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the women’s perception of mining activity, followed by an exercise to prioritise their  
perception of the main positive and negative effects of mining, the actions they had 
taken to address any of these issues and what role they saw women as playing in these 
actions. During the focus group discussion, women were specifically asked to identify 
and rank, in order of importance, factors that enabled them to affect action. The role of 
ZELA as a civil society activist in the community was also explored, as well as an 
exercise ranking factors that were perceived to enhance women’s power. 
 A focus group discussion with six men in the mining community, lasting about two 
hours and in a setting of the men’s choice. This discussion explored the men’s 
perception of mining activity followed by an exercise to prioritise their perceptions of 
the main positive and negative effects of mining, and the actions they had taken to 
address any of these issues. In this article the men’s views are only used as part of the 
context for the study, and in particular to look at whether women’s priorities were 
different to men’s. 
 Semi-structured respondent interviews lasting about one hour, with six women from 
the community under study, five of whom had also participated in the focus group 
discussion. The questions asked focused on understanding each woman’s position and 
role in the community, how she perceived mining activity in the community, and 
questions around any actions she may have taken to address any concerns about mining 
that she may have had.  
 Interviews with three key informants from ZELA staff, which provided additional 
context and a better understanding of emerging issues. 
In order to ensure that intersectional aspects of women’s experiences would emerge 
during the data collection and analysis, purposeful sampling with a view to maximum variation 
was used to identify those in the focus groups and those who would be interviewed (Tracy 
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2013). In an attempt to get a broad range of views, participants were chosen to include both 
younger and older women,3 married and widowed women, women with a public role in their 
community and women who had no public profile, women with their own income and those 
without their own income. At least two women with each of these characteristics were 
interviewed. Being aware of the possible biasing effect of using ZELA to access respondents, 
it was established that the focus group participants and the interviewees included both those 
who had been involved with ZELA and those who had not.  Assessing the quality and richness 
of the data collected during field work, the researchers were satisfied with the level of saturation 
achieved after the individual interviews and focus group discussion as a high level of 
consistency had arisen between accounts, and cross-coding allowed for triangulation between 
interviews and focus group data.  
The local language spoken in the case study community is Shona, and the research was 
undertaken through a (female) translator. All interviews and discussions were recorded, which 
facilitated increased rigor during the in-depth analysis of issues raised, and how often they were 
raised. It also allowed the researchers to dig deeper into the data in cases where it seemed that 
the initial translation may not have adequately captured what had been said. For example, in 
one case, it was clear that there had been a lot of discussion in the focus group, but that the 
translator had summarized the discussion very briefly, leading to an assumption that some 
details might have been lost. Because the original conversation had been taped, it was possible 
to play the recording back to a second translator during the data analysis. As a result, nuances 
which would otherwise have been lost were clarified. This highlights the disadvantage of 
working in a language not understood by the primary researchers, and it is likely that there 
were additional nuances which may not have been picked up.  
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Data from the focus group discussions and interviews were transcribed and coded, using 
Excel. The theoretical frameworks on power and intersectionality provided the starting point 
for coding. Sub-codes were developed to identify examples of power over, power to and power 
with, although the latter two were later combined, because of a significant overlap in how they 
were referred to by interviewees. References to the intersectional characteristics that women 
felt ‘gave them power’ were also coded so that they could be cross-coded with the types of 
power described.  Frequency of recurring codes facilitated a content analysis of the data, and 
was used to identify the most important themes. Idiosyncratic identifying characteristics were 
obscured in the interests of anonymity.  
 
Perceived effects of mining in the study community 
Building on recent studies undertaken by activists and Non-Governmental 
Organisations (NGOs: see Muchadenyika et al. 2015), this study attempts to further 
understand, using Allen’s (1998) framework, women’s experience of power in this context. 
When men and women in two separate focus groups were invited to identify what they saw as 
the most positive and negative issues related to mining in the study community, there was a 
good deal of similarity between the themes that emerged, but also some key differences (see 
Figure 1). Both men and women identified increased income, through employment or through 
the CSOT, as the most important positive effect. The second most important positive effect 
seen by women was miner’s increased capacity to contribute to the social fabric of the 
community, for example, by funding school fees for poor children, funding community events 
and initiatives. While water was important for both women and men, women appreciated the 
provision of boreholes for household and drinking water, while men appreciated the provision 
of irrigation schemes for crops and livestock.  
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Figure 1  
In terms of the negative effects of mining, both women and men put the safety hazards 
of open pits left from artisanal mining highest on their list. After that men prioritised issues 
related to the direct effects of mining, while women prioritised issues that affected the social 
fabric of the community, such as young people leaving school early, local boys becoming 
artisanal miners or taking jobs at the mines, girls partnering with miners (many of whom did 
not come from the local community and hence were not subject to community pressure around 
pregnancy and marriage)  and the related problem of HIV/AIDS. These concerns were not 
priority issues for men, although the related issue of prostitution was raised by both men and 
women in their ‘top five’ concerns.  
Both men and women were concerned about the adverse health effects of mining on 
miners. However, only women prioritised miner safety, especially for artisanal miners.  
Environmental concerns, including water pollution and deforestation, were referred to by both 
men and women. Economic concerns were also raised by both men and women and in 
particular the issue of lack of employment. Women were often actively engaged in mining 
themselves, so there was also a clear interest amongst women in the focus group to gain 
economically from mining, and their difficulties in doing this were referred to (i.e. lack of 
equipment, no access to capital and the difficulty in getting legal title for mining land and the 
cost of paying royalties).   Negative issues that men prioritised, which women did not prioritise, 
included agricultural infrastructure, relocation housing, mining companies lack of corporate 
social responsibility and road infrastructure. These reflect men’s focus on economic activities 
and mobility.  
In summary, although there were some similarities between the men and women’s 
perceptions of the positive and negative effects of mining, there were also some differences. It 
is arguable that in a society and community where women are disproportionately under-
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represented in positions of power, their concerns are unlikely to be understood or attended to. 
In that context we look specifically at women’s experience of being able to effect change 
through the use of power in the study community: whether as power over or as power to.  
 
Experience of power over and power to and negotiating it 
Analyzing interview and focus group material using Allen’s (1998) interpretation of power as 
power over and power to, it was clear that study participants, both men and women, had a very 
strong awareness of the power relationships within their community, and of the factors that 
strengthened or diminished their ability to enact power. Seeking to understand the interplay 
between power, gender and patriarchal society more deeply, this study sought to untangle how 
these factors affected women in particular. Women clearly thought of themselves as social 
agents of change, and while recognizing their limited access to power over within the 
patriarchal society, they still felt that they were able to wield some power.  
These women were very aware of different forms of power. This may reflect the fact 
that the study was conducted in a mining community where political awareness tends to be 
higher. Furthermore, the extent of women’s involvement in mining, and particularly in artisanal 
mining also made this community unusual and may help to account for their awareness of 
power. Perhaps because the formal structures both in the family and in the wider community 
were male dominated, since women may prefer to see themselves as agents rather than as 
victims, they were more likely to refer to power to than power over.  
 
Power over 
Data analysis showed that women’s references to power over described situations 
where the traditional rules of a patriarchal society created a web that dominated women in their 
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families and communities. It included both gender specific power over as well as the power of 
local authorities over community members (both men and women), government power over 
citizens, mining company power over community leaders. These manifestations of power over 
affected women’s ability to be social actors in their communities.  
Echoing the findings by Jackson (2012) on the movement of control from paternal to 
spousal sources, there were also many references to husbands exerting control over married 
women: ‘You can't do anything your husband does not allow you to do’ (older wife/mother and 
informal business woman).  That control included control over their time and movements: their 
wives needed to account to them for their presence at all times. The impact of structural 
arrangements such as lobola or bridewealth was referred to: ‘He says: “I paid lobola for you, 
so I don’t have to wear a condom with you”’ (young wife/mother and community worker).  
Because of the importance of sexuality as a basis for male control, there were suspicions about 
single and widowed women’s sexual behaviour. Widows remained at the mercy of their 
deceased husband’s family, who were able to exert strong patriarchal power by 
undermining/validating her public persona: ‘If the husband's brothers say she is a good woman, 
then everyone can listen to her’ (middle-aged widow and informal businesswoman). A middle-
aged widow said that as she had not been seen fooling around (sexually) since her husband’s 
death, people gave her due respect. Single women’s sexuality was seen as a constant threat: 
‘Single women are generally viewed as prostitutes’ (older widow and artisanal mine owner).   
Women’s experience of power over indicated a sense of disempowerment, even when 
they had gained access to decision-making fora. Thus a woman who was elected onto the local 
Community Share Ownership Trust (CSOT) Engagement Committee said that although she 
contributes to discussions on what the CSOT money could be used for, she has little influence 
in the decision-making: ‘The chiefs are the ones who are in charge of the CSOT, but they do 
not want to divulge how much [funds] there is’ (middle-aged wife and informal 
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businesswoman). Women also felt disempowered in relation to the mining companies: ‘Mine 
management have their own decisions made’ (middle-aged widow and informal 
businesswoman).4 
Women also referred to their ability to influence those with power over, such as 
councillors, MPs, or representatives of the mining companies. Interestingly, in cases where 
women referred to having successfully accessed power over in an episodic manner, the focus 
remained in the domain of things that men thought were important ie. environmental and 
economic concerns, rather than social and health concerns which were a priority for women. 
Examples of the use of this episodic power to get problems solved included getting the mining 
company to fix the sewage leakage into the local river, or being able to settle disputes about 
money between miners: ‘I talk to that one who will have taken the larger share, and say ah no, 
you divide equally because you worked equally’ (woman councilor). Thus even these examples 
of the use of episodic power over could still be considered as disempowering from a gender 
perspective. 
 
Power to (and Power with) 
Almost twice as many references were made by the women to power to as to power over.  
Examples mentioned showed how women were using their power to.  As they saw it, women’s 
power to had impacted on prostitution: ‘Right now prostitution seems to have reduced… it was 
a woman who raised this issue with the councillor’ (middle-aged married informal 
businesswoman).   There was frequently an overlap with power with: this is perhaps not 
surprising given the culture of ubuntu in the study community. Women spoke of how they had, 
as a group, successfully lobbied the Board of Trustees of the Community Trust (CSOT) for an 
expectant mother's shelter. In the focus group discussion women also referred to participating 
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in engagement forums on corporate social responsibility such as the Alternative Mining 
Indabas5: ‘We asked for an irrigation scheme [at the indaba], and the mining company has put 
an irrigation system in [our village]’ (middle-aged married village health worker). Similarly, 
and working collectively, they had got other changes: ‘We spoke to the councillor, yes, we 
spoke to him about the gravel… and now there is a team that guards that area and protects it 
from [unauthorised use]’ (consensus from women’s focus group discussion). Some of the 
examples of power to related to personal ties and relationships: ‘I told the councilor, and she 
was able to make sure that orphans in my community were being looked after properly’ (young 
married woman who was a friend of the councillor’s daughter).  
The women also accessed power to through leadership of informal interest groups with 
advocacy agendas: ‘I am the Chairperson of “Women in Mining”, … and I will take the women 
and say, our permit has expired. Let’s go [to the ministries] and … negotiate with them’ (older 
widow, involved in artisanal mining). They mentioned speaking to journalists and on television 
as ways to ensure that they were listened to, especially on issues of greater national concern, 
such as the price of gold, and how artisanal miners are not able to get a return on their 
investment.  
There were also many references relating to power to which referred to capacity 
building which facilitated that power to: ‘ZELA has empowered us, now we can even stand 
and question what is happening in the community. Because of ZELA, the wills of women, what 
they want, is now being known and represented’ (young married informal businesswoman). 
They linked individual empowerment with increased personal confidence: ‘Because of the 
empowerment which I got from ZELA, even the mines recognize me, because I am not even 
afraid to meet them, and discuss whatever’ (older married female councillor). While the 
possibility of bias in such comments, due to the gatekeeper role of ZELA in the study, cannot 
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be eliminated, the relationship between power to and confidence and capacity emerged 
consistently.  
In contrast to power over, the vast majority of the references coded as power to, carried 
a tone of empowerment. However, there were a few cases where women spoke of situations 
where their experience of power to had been disempowering. They referred to situations where 
women had been trained or encouraged to participate in decision-making fora or to provide the 
community with some specific support, but where they had been unable to achieve change. 
‘We asked the mining company to fix the bridge, because recently a woman died at that bridge, 
and it said it can’t do it for us’ (older widow, informal business woman). An older widow in 
the artisanal mining sector also admitted that ‘when we go back into the community [after a 
training on gender-based violence], we abide by the patriarchal authority.’ This echoes the 
recognition, by Partzsch and Fuchs (2012), of the limitations of empowerment through 
development initiatives. 
 
Intersecting factors affecting the enactment of power 
Not all women have equal access to power, and there are intersecting dimensions that affect 
the basis for such power.  During the interviews, women mentioned factors including economic 
ones, such as individual or family wealth, and personal ones, such as education, age, or 
individual characteristics such as looks and confidence. The most often quoted, however, were 
relational factors, such as marital status, and good behaviour.   
When questioned about what gave a woman more power – wealth or good behaviour, 
women in the focus group indicated wealth gave more power. This echoes findings in other 
studies, such as by Domingos et al. (2015). However, women also pointed out that a person 
with wealth was expected to contribute to the community in accordance with good behaviour, 
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and not to do so diminished their status as a reputable public figure. Thus, there was a strong 
overlap between these factors, especially in relation to good behaviour.  Similarly, women who 
are less wealthy can increase their access to power by adhering to the expectations of good 
behaviour. Marital status was important in its own right, and there was consensus in the focus 
group that you are respected only after you are married: ‘A married woman has more power 
because they are a Mrs.’ (middle-aged married informal business woman). If a woman wants 
to have power in the community, she is expected to be married, and to be above reproach with 
regard to her sexual conduct, and one aspect of this was that she had to account for her presence 
at all times. Single women were particularly vulnerable to this rule, as summarized by the 
translator from the focus group discussions: ‘they are saying that if there is a meeting, and if it 
is running late, …. if it is someone who is not married, and they haven’t been home yet and it 
is dark, people will say, oh, no, she’s doing something mischievous, or looking for men, or 
something’. Another aspect of this related to the behaviour of relatives: ‘People will first 
consider the background, where you come from, character of the father, character of the 
mother… we might have the mother who doesn’t respect the father, the mother doesn’t come 
to the house in time, or you might hear that that mother has got boyfriends…’ (older widow 
involved in artisanal mining). Thus, although being married increases women’s access to 
episodic power, married women are under the control of their husbands, while single or 
widowed women are under the control of their extended families and the wider community. In 
both contexts potential sexual activity is strongly controlled.  
Contrary to the researchers’ expectations, and findings in other studies (Kabeer 2005, 
Domingos et al. 2015, Harris 2012), the study participants attached a relatively low importance 
to education and age in affecting women’s access to power: this may be due to the emphasis, 
during data collection, on issues related to mining, where perhaps education and age play a 
smaller role. As one interviewee said, ‘in a community age [does not] matter most, it’s mostly 
22 
 
what you do for the community, …. So actually, even if someone is still a young girl, people 
will listen to her as long as she is doing good things for the community’ (middle-aged widow, 
informal business woman).  Individual characteristics, such as trustworthiness, confidence or 
even speaking louder and faster, were mentioned, though not ranked as very important: ‘We 
listen to the honest women and women that are straightforward in their ways’ (young married 
informal businesswoman), and ‘People listen to me because they know I can look after money 
and manage to provide for all these [dependents]’ (widow and informal business woman).  
 
Negotiating power through ‘Good Behaviour’  
Even though, as shown above, women considered themselves disempowered in relation to their 
husbands, mining companies, government officials and other authorities, it was still possible 
for women to exert episodic power. The emergence of good behaviour is a key factor in this 
episodic power, both power over and power to.  
Good behaviour in this study reflects what West and Zimmerman (1987) have called 
‘doing gender’, whereby women manage their behaviour so that ‘the outcome is seen and 
seeable in context as gender appropriate – that is, accountable’ (West and Zimmerman 2002, 
p.12).   It is an example of what has been described as ‘situated conduct that is locally managed 
with reference to and in the light of normative conceptions of what constitutes appropriate 
behaviour for members of particular sex, race, and class categories’ (Fenstermaker and West 
2002, p.212). Women are constantly self-categorizing, self-regulating to comply with 
prevailing societal expectations within a framework of patriarchal accountability, whereby 
compliance leads to enhanced ability to enact power. Kandiyoti (1998, p.146) suggests that 
gender relations:  
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present varied and changing possibilities for power and autonomy even for the 
relatively disadvantaged. Thus, women’s attachment to and stake in certain forms of 
patriarchal arrangements may derive neither from false consciousness nor from 
conscious collusion but from an actual stake in certain positions of power available to 
them. 
Once conforming to the rules of good behaviour, women see themselves as having significant 
scope for agency in their community including being elected to influential political positions, 
making decisions on local development processes, and becoming independently economically 
successful. This is compatible with the focus on negotiation and compromise in nego-feminism 
(Nnaemeka 2004): by focusing on good behaviour the terms and conditions under which 
women’s empowerment occurs is made clear.  
Recognising that good behaviour as a set of societal rules applies both to women and 
men, and recognising that adherence to good behaviour is policed not by men but by society 
as a whole, women are using it to circumnavigate the accepted aspects of patriarchal society 
which are designed to maintain an imbalance of power between men and women. Thus, women 
are striking what Kandiyoti (1988) calls a patriarchal bargain: by complying with expected 
social norms, and by being accountable to their (male dominated) community, they are earning 
the right to access power episodically: whether as power over or as power to. Individuals and 
groups are able to enact change on specific issues and to feel empowered: but only within the 
taken-for-granted local limits of male dominated power.  
There is little evidence in this study that women were using good behaviour (or any of 
the other factors) to challenge or transform the patriarchal context itself (Kabeer 2005) or that 
they were actively ‘doing gender’ for the purpose of ‘conscious and consequential opposition 
to systems of domination’ (Fenstermaker and West 2002, p.211). In essence women in the case 
study community are seen to ‘accept their role in the existing order of things’ (Lukes 2005, p. 
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28, Bourdieu 2001). Insofar as they enact episodic power, it is very much within the parameters 
of patriarchal control: they are not ‘motivated by alternative visions of the future order of 
things’ (Akinwumi 2012, p.450).  
From a western feminist perspective, increasing episodic power through adherence to 
the patriarchally defined good behaviour seems an unsatisfactory gain. However, it echoes the 
nego-feminist perspective, where the focus is on negotiation within the existing parameters, 
and avoidance of any direct challenge to male power: it can be seen as a practical response. As 
a result of this ‘patriarchal bargain’, women’s voices are being heard and taken into account on 
specific issues of importance to them in relation to dealing with the negative impacts of mining. 
This is seen as a net gain by the women who participated in this study. The dynamic nature of 
this process once again leads us to understand the possibilities for change. As Fenstermaker 
and West (2002, p.212) note: ‘only by conceiving of social inequality as the product of ongoing 
interactional accomplishments can we understand how social change occurs. Thus, we see the 
notion of social process itself as the source of both change and the inevitability of it’.  
 
Summary and Conclusions 
This article provides an insight into women’s experience of power in relation to the negative 
effects of mining in a mining community in Zimbabwe. Drawing on feminist interpretations of 
power, including a feminist institutional perspective which sees gender relations as 
hierarchical; nego-feminism which recognizes the power of negotiation rather than contestation 
(Nnamaeka 2003) and Allen’s (1998, 2009) re-thinking of power to include not only 
domination but also empowerment, it is argued that women are able to exert power in a 
patriarchal context through acceding to a patriarchal bargain (Kandiyoti  1998, 2008), which 
constitutes a net gain for them as individuals (and members of small groups) but which fails to 
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challenge or transform patriarchal structures. Hence women are able to influence decision-
making in public spaces, but in the case studied here, their agency and influence does not 
challenge existing power structures, thus falling short of what might be hoped for by western 
feminists, particularly those interested in institutional transformation.  
  Using Allen’s (1998, 2009) feminist interpretation of power as power over and power 
to to analyze the ways women experience power in that community, this article identifies the 
capacity of women to achieve their objectives in the community. Analysis of data from the 
study participants highlighted the intersectional factors that were seen to increase or decrease 
a woman’s power in the public sphere, including good behaviour. Interpreting this using the 
concept of ‘doing gender’ (West and Zimmerman 1987), it shows that some of these women 
are earning themselves the right to power to, and even occasionally to episodic (Clegg 1989) 
power over by adhering to societal expectations in terms of behaviour, even if this access to 
power could be seen as little more than a patriarchal bargain (Kandiyoti 1988, 1998). This is 
the key contribution of this article.  
Analysis of the data showed that women’s experience of power over was 
overwhelmingly disempowering. Even accessing power over episodically in the community-
based structures did not for the most part enable them to use it to solve those community 
problems identified by the women as most important. In contrast, women’s experience of 
power to was overwhelmingly empowering. This included collective action by women to bring 
about change in the community either directly or indirectly, also described as power with. There 
were occasional references to the failure of power to to bring about the desired change, but for 
the most part these women saw power to as reflecting their efficacy as agents. They also 
referred positively to the role played by ZELA in developing their capacity to negotiate and 
advocate. However, it is possible that this may simply reflect the fact that ZELA was a 
gatekeeper to the project and so they may have felt it necessary to speak positively about it.   
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This article suggests that good behaviour was used to negotiate access to power in a 
male dominated system, echoing the existence of what Kandiyoti (1988, 1998) called a 
patriarchal bargain. However, whereas Kandiyoti (1998) critiques the striking of such a bargain 
as implying women’s passivity, this study suggests that by striking a patriarchal bargain, 
women experience some degree of empowerment within these boundaries. Rather than women 
being simply subjects of societal accountability, there is at least potential scope for women to 
use this power, gained initially through the patriarchal bargain, within the limits of that control.  
The study found that by adhering to male dominated, masculinist rules and displaying good 
behaviour, such as subservience to a husband, and to a husband’s family, and being always 
above reproach in terms of sexual behaviour, women earned the right to wield episodic power: 
whether as power over or as power to. The study also identified other intersectional factors that 
women saw as increasing their access to power, including economic, positional and personal 
factors, although they too, to varying degrees, were associated with/strengthened by good 
behaviour. At the same time, there was no evidence of transformational change for women 
(Kabeer 2005).  
There are many power bases in society: including not only gender, but race/ethnicity, 
class etc. The processes which maintain power inequalities are local, tribal, national and global.  
In this article the focus is on gendered inequalities as reflected in one specific context: namely 
as regards mediating the negative effects of mining at community level.  It is concerned with 
identifying gendered intersectional power dynamics as perceived by women. Further research 
could usefully focus on men’s experience in that context: on the importance of their enactment 
of good behaviour and how men at community level attempt to hold the power holders to 
account in trying to mediate what they see as the negative impact of mining or the 
disempowering effects of global mining structures on them. A comparative analysis between 
men’s and women’s strategies could provide further understanding of how power structures 
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are challenged in these contexts. This lies beyond the focus of this article. There are also 
limitations to the study arising from its focus on a single community, and one which is 
relatively unusual given the participation of women in artisanal mining. The total sample is 
also relatively limited and accessed through one gatekeeper (ZELA).  
Nevertheless, the study makes an important contribution to understanding the paradox 
of women’s effective disempowerment and yet feelings of empowerment within their 
community. Its identification of good behaviour as the enactment of ‘doing gender’ and as a 
contributor to negotiating power provides a reference point for further study into the basis on 
which some women are able to access episodic power, whether as power over or as power to, 
within that context. Written from a (white) western feminist perspective, its key analytical 
conclusions reflect Nnaemeka’s (2004) view that the contribution of a specifically African 
feminism is to show how feminist agency is both accommodated and limited by patriarchal 
structures. It opens up the question of the conditions under which similar strategies are used in 
western society; as well as whether and under what conditions feminist agency might lead to 
sustainable transformational change. 
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Figure 1 – Top ranked positive and negative issues related to mining, as 





1 The authors would also refer to Bourdieu’s symbolic violence, i.e. ‘a gentle violence, imperceptible and 
invisible even to its victims,’ (2001, p. 4), through which women come to accept their societal position as being 
of lower status than that of men, and thus are complicit in that they accept a position of subordination.   
2 The study community is predominantly Shona, which is the main ethnic group in Zimbabwe, and of Bantu 
ethnic origin. 
3 In this study, participating women were asked to indicate their age band: women under 35 were considered 
younger; women between 35 and 50 were considered middle-aged; and women over 50 were considered older. 
4 It appeared from the focus group discussion with men that they also felt disempowered. Analysis of their 
mechanisms to claim power could be explored further elsewhere, but are outside the remit of this article.   
5 Alternative Mining Indabas – public meetings organised by ZELA to discuss mining issues, to which public 
sector, private sector and civil society representatives are invited.    
                                                 
